Incidence of high sperm DNA fragmentation in a targeted population of subfertile men.
Sperm DNA integrity is important for fertility, however the incidence of high levels of DNA fragmentation (DNA fragmentation index (DFI) >30%) is not well described. In 2011, our clinics implemented guidelines for sperm DNA fragmentation (SDF) testing based on risk factors using the sperm chromatin structure assay (SCSA). The aim of this retrospective study is to characterise SDF and associated factors (age, semen parameters, smoking status and BMI) for sub-fertile males (n = 1082) and sperm donors (n = 234). The average DFI was 12.1 ± 9.8%. The distribution of men with low, moderate and high SDF (<15, 15-30 and >30%) was 74.8%, 19.4% and 5.8%, respectively. Men with high DFI were older (45 ± 9.5 vs 38 ± 6.7) and had lower percentage of motile sperm (38.8 ± 16.1% vs 55.3 ± 15.8%) than men with normal DFI. Over 17% of the men in the quartile with the highest age and lowest motility had a high DFI (>30%), compared to a high DFI rate of 2-4% for the other 3 quartiles. Repeat testing following lifestyle interventions was available for 29 couples where the men had high initial DFI (35 ± 9.5%). Of these men, 71.4% had a decrease of DFI into the moderate or low range. This study shows that SDF testing can be targeted based on age and sperm motility, thereby reducing unnecessary testing. Furthermore, we provide evidence that lifestyle modifications can reduce DNA fragmentation in men with high DFI.